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Abstract  
 Textiles serve as a medium in the migration of cultural elements between 
civilizations since ancient times. This study seeks to investigate the migration of cultural 
aspects through textiles from India to Java between the first millennium and the eighteenth 
century, and from Java to Santiniketan, a town in Bengal in the Indian subcontinent, in the 
early twentieth century. These regions shared an intriguing history of textile exchange during 
the periods mentioned. The case study will be a resist-dyed fabric called batik, which is 
popular in Bengal as well as Java, and the focus will lie on design elements such as motifs 
and patterns. Scholarly literature on the origin and evolution of batik in Java emphasize on 
the processes of ‘diffusion’, ‘adaptation’, and ‘acculturation’, while discussing foreign 
influences. These theories discuss the dissemination and the transformation of Indian foreign 
design elements in the recipient Javanese culture, but to a limited extent. In the case of 
Santiniketan batik, scholarly focus lies on describing batik as an indigenous tradition. Though 
Javanese inspiration is accepted, the transmission process from Java is not adequately dealt 
with. Interestingly, both in the case of Javanese batik and Santiniketan batik,  foreign 
influences were transformed to an extent that they became ‘native’ in the local context. This 
thesis seeks to justify the significance of the process of ‘naturalization’, that is, the process of 
inclusion and transformation of foreign motifs and patterns in the context of the receiving 
culture to an extent that the original source of dissemination becomes of secondary 
importance.  
 
Keywords:  migration of cultural aspects, naturalization of cultural aspects, textiles and 
culture, textile design, batik, resist-dyeing  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
The exchange of cultural elements between civilizations is a complex, yet intriguing 
mechanism, that has played a vital role in shaping and re-shaping the amorphous nature of 
people, their society, religion, and politics, since the ancient times. An interesting example of 
this mechanism of cultural exchange is the subcontinent of India and the archipelago of 
Indonesia. They share a rich history of socioeconomic, political, religious and cultural 
exchange, dating back to the early years of the first millennium CE.  Many scholars have 
studied the dissemination of elements from one region to another, their adaptation or adoption 
in another region, and the processes involved when these become a part of a different culture. 
The purpose of this dissertation is to study the migration of cultural elements through textiles 
from India to Java, in Indonesia from the first millennium to the eighteenth century, and from 
Java to Santiniketan, a small town in eastern India, in the early twentieth century. The 
principal question to be addressed is: How far do existing theories on the process of 
migration of cultural elements through textiles from India to Java between the first 
millennium and the eighteenth century, and from Java to Santiniketan in the early twentieth 
century,  provide a holistic understanding of the transformation of foreign influence in the 
context of the recipient culture? The medium of the analysis will be through textiles in the 
India and Java, as they shared a rich relationship of textile exchange during the periods 
mentioned.  
1.1. Textiles: A Medium of Cultural Studies 
The language of textiles throws considerable light on the socio-cultural and political 
milieu of a region, as these factors play a vital role in shaping a distinct style of textiles in a 
given area. John Guy comments on the significance of textiles as a medium of cultural studies 
and he asserts that besides serving economic purposes, textiles also reflect socio-political and 
religious aspects about the regions that engage in the exchange (Guy 1998, 8). Moreover, a 
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vital aspect to be considered while studying a culture through its textiles are the routes that 
textiles follow when they are exchanged between cultures.  Arjun Appadurai observes that 
‘commodities, like persons, have social lives’ and also that,  it is ‘the things-in-motion that 
illuminate their human and social context’ (Appadurai 1986: 3, 5). Hence, cultural studies 
through the medium of textiles require an analysis of the local context where it is shaped, and 
also the international context through which it travels from one region to another.  
There are myriad aspects of a textile that may be analyzed—for instance, its structure, 
the technique of manufacture, or design elements such as color, motifs, and patterns. This 
thesis will touch upon all these aspects, but will primarily concentrate on design elements. 
Michael Hann stresses the symbolic significance of motifs, and considers them to be ‘visual 
building blocks.’ He adds that alteration in visual art forms reveal cultural changes in the 
society, and therefore, an analysis of the structural change in visual art forms help identify the 
process of  transformation in the cultural milieu of a region (Hann 2013, 12–14). In other 
words, motifs serve as an effective medium of studying cultural transformations in society. 
Due to the limited scope of this thesis, a particular kind of resist-dyed fabric called batik will 
be examined, as it is popular in India as well as Java. 
Batik
1
, a kind of resist-dyed textile, is popular in Java. Though the origin of batik in 
Java is debatable, many scholars ascribe a strong possibility to the inspiration being Indian 
trade textiles such as the chintz
2
 and the patola
3
, which were exported to Southeast Asia. 
Having said that, it must be mentioned that the Javanese developed a distinct style of their 
                                                 
1
 The Javanese word ‘batik’ means ‘to dot’, and it refers to a process of decorating cloth by a wax resist 
technique. On a piece of undyed cloth, a pattern is drawn with hot wax. Thereafter, the cloth is dyed by 
immersing it in a dye bath. The wax is later removed, and the parts which were outlined with wax retain the 
original colour of the textile.  
 
2
 Chintz were printed or painted glazed calico textiles, manufactured in India, mainly for export purpose. They 
were popular between 1600-1800 CE in Java. 
 
3
 Patola is a kind of woven fabric where the warp and the weft threads are resist-dyed to create patterns. They 
were particularly popular in Gujarat, in western India. 
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own and batik reached its zenith in this area. In India, techniques of resist-dyeing were 
prevalent in southern and western India since the twelfth century, or even earlier, but they 
were not called batik. As these techniques did not receive adequate patronage in India, they 
suffered severely due to the stiff competition offered by the machine-made fabrics from 
Europe. The revival of resist-dyeing techniques in India has been ascribed to the polyglot 
from Bengal, Rabindranath Tagore. Inspired by the batik textiles he saw in Java during his 
trip in 1927, he revived the art of resist-dyeing in Bengal. The process of revival began in 
Santiniketan, and the term ‘batik’ was now used for resist-dyed fabrics in India. Thus, the 
origin and development of batik are inextricably related to Java on one hand and India on the 
other. Hence, the migration of cultural elements through textiles from India to Java, and the 
dissemination of the same from Java to Santiniketan, in India, will provide a holistic picture 
of the phenomenon of cultural migration from the early years of the first millennium down to 
the twentieth century.  
1.2. Diffusion Theory 
Since the nineteenth century, the study of the processes which result in the transfer of 
physical ideas or objects ‘. . .from individuals, groups, production units or centres of power of 
one type or another . . . and be introduced, accepted, adopted, adapted, applied or used by 
other individuals or groups. . .’ has been a topic of intense debate among scholars ( Michael 
Hann 2013, 3). During the early years of this debate, the word ‘diffusion’ was used to refer to 
the spread of ideas or innovations, and scholars suggested that  ‘civilization spread from one 
culture to others and that human beings largely lacked the inventiveness to stimulate 
independent development (Hann 2013, 3).’  This concept was severely criticized and was 
altered by later diffusion theorists, who studied the adoption or adaptation process in the 
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recipient region in greater detail. An important aspect about diffusion
4
 are the stages through 
which it takes place, and these steps have been  identified by Rogers and Shoemaker as: ‘the 
innovation’, ‘which is communicated through certain channels’, ‘over time’ ‘among the 
members of a social system’ (Rogers and Shoemaker 1971, 18). Michael Hann aptly defines 
cultural diffusion, and explicates the importance of visual arts in this process: 
  Cultural diffusion is best considered as the process by which cultural traits, material 
 objects, artistic ideas, techniques, styles, motifs and symbols are spread between 
 individuals or groups of individuals within a single culture (intracultural diffusion) or 
 from one culture to another (intercultural diffusion). It is widely accepted that cultural 
 change manifests itself through changes in the visual arts. As a result the visual arts 
 are regarded as an ideal source from which to generate data to determine various 
 aspects of adoption and cultural change (Hann 2013, 3-4). 
 
Hann adds that ideas may originate in one place and spread from that location. However, 
quite often, after the diffusion and adoption process takes place, the original idea 
metamorphoses into a different form, adapting itself to the new environment where it finds 
itself. He also mentions the primary agents involved in transcultural diffusion: ‘traders, 
adventurers, explorers, slaves, diplomats, soldiers and hired artisans, craftspeople and 
labourers (Hann 2013, 4).’ The agents of transmission, and the transformation of the foreign 
elements in the context of the place where they are transmitted are vital aspects in a process 
of cultural diffusion, and these will be analysed in the context of Java and Santiniketan. 
 
1.3. Literature Review: Javanese and Santiniketan Batik 
Besides diffusion theory, other theories on cultural migration have been applied to the 
textile art of batik in Java and Santiniketan. A short account of these theories will be pertinent 
in this context. 
                                                 
4
 Leading diffusion theorists include Franz Boas, Leo Frobenius, Fitz Graebner, A.L. Kroeber and W.H.R. 
Rivers, to name a few. 
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1.3.1. Javanese Batik 
 
 Scholars hold myriad views about the origin and development of the batik tradition in 
Indonesia. Rony Siswandi   in the chapter titled ‘Roots of the Tradition’ contends that all the 
arguments revolve around any one, or a combination of the following theories: diffusion, 
which ascribes an active role in the transmitting culture; acculturation, which describes the 
recipient culture as the active agent; local tradition, according to which batik is an indigenous 
Indonesian tradition; and the multilinear theory, that proposes independent origin and 
development in different regions (Siswandi 1999, 21-22). 
    The examination of a few scholarly works on the aforementioned theories is relevant 
in this context. Robyn Maxwell, in his book ‘Textiles of Southeast Asia’, mentions that the 
diffusion of elements of Indian culture was reflected in Southeast textiles, and other forms of 
art, such as architecture (Maxwell 1990, 149–50). In his works, ‘Textiles of Southeast Asia’ 
and ‘Sari to Sarong’,  Maxwell further contends that several designs from the Indian trade 
cloths were ‘absorbed’, ‘adapted’ and ‘transformed’ to be included in the repertoire of 
Javanese batik (Maxwell 2003, 143). Mary Hunt Kahlenberg, in her chapter titled ‘Who 
Influenced Whom? The Indian Textile Trade to Sumatra and Java’, says that Indian religious 
and aesthetic aspects spread from India to Indonesia in the first millennium of the Common 
Era. In the next millennium, they were ‘adapted’ into the prevalent indigenous repertoire of 
Indonesia, but gradually the people of the archipelago developed a distinct style of their own 
(Kahlenberg 2006, 148). John Guy in ‘Woven Cargoes’ writes that the technique of batik and 
many of its designs were inspired by imported Indian textiles. He adds that Indian export 
textiles to Southeast Asia were ‘acculturated’ in the context of the local culture of the 
importers (Guy 1998, 9). Fiona Kerlogue in ‘The Book of Batik’ mentions that resist-dyed 
textiles were imported from India to Indonesia since the thirteenth century or even earlier. 
Hence, it is possible that some Indian techniques and motifs were ‘adopted and then adapted 
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locally’ by people in the archipelago (Kerlogue 2004, 18). Susan Arensberg, in ‘Javanese 
Batik’, opines that a study of Southeast Asian textiles reveals that they undoubtedly ‘adapted’ 
Indian ancient ideas, and transformed the designs, motifs, and themes to suit indigenous 
principles. However, even though Southeast Asian textiles may have been informed by 
several aspects of Indian trade fabrics, they developed a style uniquely Southeast Asian 
(Arensberg 1978, 14). 
  Alfred Steinmann’s work, ‘Batik’, explicates the multilinear theory. He states that the 
batik process undoubtedly reached its zenith in Java. However, he emphasizes that batik may 
have been a process of a much wider diffusion, as, besides Java, it was also known in other 
parts of the globe (Steinmann 1958, 13). Fiona Kerlogue mentions that in other regions of 
Indonesia resist dyeing was prevalent, although wax was not used (Kerlogue 2004, 18). In 
‘The Art of Batik in Java’, Tassilo Adam refers to batik as a ‘native craft’ of Java. He accepts 
that though the origin of the art is difficult to ascertain, it can be stated that it reached an 
unprecedented level of excellence in Java (Adam 1935, 3). 
  An analysis of the existing scholarship on the origins and development of batik in 
Indonesia clearly reveals a focus on the processes of ‘diffusion’, ‘acculturation’ and 
‘adaptation’. Though transmission of Indian cultural aspects undoubtedly had an impact on 
Javanese culture, the process of transformation of the foreign elements in the context of the 
local environment of the recipient Javanese region is also of utmost importance. The extent 
and nature of the transformation of the foreign elements is an important aspect in any process 
of cultural migration. This study seeks to delve into existing literature to shed light upon the 
nature and extent of the transformation of Indian elements in the context of Javanese beliefs 
and traditions.  
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1.3.2 Santiniketan Batik  
 
  The nature of the existing literature on the origin and development of Santiniketan 
batik differs from that of Javanese batik. In spite of the fact that the dissemination of certain 
elements of Javanese batik took place from Java to India in the early twentieth century, 
scholars primarily emphasize that processes of resist-dyeing were known in India since 
ancient times. Following his visit to Java in 1927, Rabindranath Tagore, a luminary figure in 
Bengal, ‘revived’ the process of resist-dyeing in India. Resist-dyeing techniques were dying 
out in India due to severe competition, and after it was revived, it has been called batik in the 
region of Bengal, from where it later spread to other parts of India. Thus, although sources 
agree that the revival was inspired by Javanese batik, most Indian scholars including 
Shakuntala Balu (1982), Nityananda Bhagat (1996) and Amar Tyagi (2008) believe that batik 
was indigenous to India. The diffusion theory has not been applied to Santiniketan, per se. 
However, as discussed earlier, Michael Hann clarifies that ‘adventurers’ and ‘explorers’ are 
agents of the diffusion process (Hann 2013, 4). As Tagore’s wanderlust drove him to visit 
Java, the revival of resist-dyeing in Bengal can be referred to as a process of diffusion from 
the archipelago. 
  The relevance of a study on Javanese batik and Santiniketan batik lies in the fact that 
the dissemination process, first from India to Java, and then from Java to Bengal, provides a 
holistic picture of the trajectories associated with the art of batik. Furthermore, the focus of 
this thesis lies on the indispensable role played by the recipient region in contouring the 
foreign elements it comes into contact with. As both Java and Bengal were recipient regions, 
though during different periods, it will be interesting to explore how batik originated and 
evolved in both these areas in the context of their respective socio-economic, political and 
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religious milieu. Most importantly, in both Java and Santiniketan, batik eventually became 
‘native’ in the local context and represented the ‘tradition’ of these regions. In other words, 
the transformation and internalization of the foreign influence they received were so complete 
that the original source was lost in history.  
1.4. Proposed Hypothesis 
  In the process of the migration of cultural elements from one place to another, the 
transmission, acculturation, and adaptation processes are important. However, one must keep 
in mind that the recipient region also plays a pivotal role in the transformation of foreign 
elements into a distinctive style which is naturalized in the political and social context of the 
region where the elements are received. David Howes observes that when goods are studied 
in the local context, a distinct transformation is seen in the original foreign objects which may 
be ascribed to the values of the recipient culture (Howes 2002, 5).  For example, J. Paige Mac 
Dougall’s study on the creolisation of Barbie dolls in New Mexico unravels the 
transformation of the Barbie in the local Mexican context. The discourse aptly points out the 
power of the recipient Mexican culture in transforming a foreign commodity like the Barbie 
doll into a Mexican cultural icon (MacDougall 2003, 272–73).  
In this context, it will be appropriate to probe into the meanings of the terms that are 
associated with processes of cultural migration. The Oxford Dictionary defines diffusion as 
‘the dissemination of elements of a culture from one region, people, or community to 
another.’ Furthermore, it defines acculturation as ‘adoption of or adaptation to a different 
culture, especially that of a colonizing, conquering, or majority group’. However, these terms 
hint towards either the dominance of the disseminating culture (diffusion); or the replacement 
of the aspects of one culture by the other (acculturation).  
The central hypothesis of this thesis will be to concentrate on the recipient region and 
the role that its socio-economic, political and religious environment plays in contouring the 
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foreign elements it comes into contact with. Transmission, adaptation, adoption or 
acculturation, are vital steps of any migration process. However, the transformation of these 
foreign aspects in the context of the recipient culture is also crucial culminating stage in any 
process of cultural migration. This thesis seeks to clarify the significance of the process of 
‘naturalization’ of the foreign elements in the context of the receiving culture. The Oxford 
English Dictionary defines ‘naturalisation’ as ‘the admission, assimilation, or adoption of 
foreign words, beliefs, arts, and practices into general use or favour.’ The process of   
‘naturalization’ studies the metamorphosis of foreign elements in the milieu of the recipient 
region to an extent that they become ‘native’ in the local context, and are established as 
‘traditions’ in the region. The nature of this transformation may be abrupt or gradual, but the 
crux of the process lies in the fact that quite often internalization of foreign influence in the 
recipient region becomes so complete that the original source of the influence becomes of 
secondary importance.  
The process of naturalization will be studied with respect to Indian (disseminating 
region) textile motifs, which found its way into the repertoire of Javanese (recipient region) 
batik. Similarly, following the transmission of cultural aspects from Java (disseminating 
region) to Santiniketan (recipient region), the motifs predominant on Santiniketan batik will 
be studied (Figure 1). In this context, Eric Hobsbawm’s concept of the ‘invention of tradition’ 
is significant.  Hobsbawm (1983) contends that something that we regard as an ‘old’ tradition 
can sometimes have a recent origin and is hence, often ‘invented’ (Hobsbawm 1983, 1). In 
the light of Hobsbawm’s theory, it will be interesting to see how ‘traditional’ Javanese and 
Santiniketan batik came into existence. What factors were instrumental in ascribing the 
textiles their ‘traditional’significance? Can migration of foreign elements be adequately 
explained in terms of transmission, followed by assimilation, adaptation, adoption or 
acculturation, or is there more to the entire process?  
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Figure 1 Cultural Migration: India to Java and Java to Santiniketan 
1.5. Research Method 
 The methodology for the investigation of the proposed research problem will include 
discourse analysis of the secondary literature on the subject. Besides, a visual analysis of the 
designs of batik textiles from Java and Santiniketan will also be done. This will shed light 
upon the trajectories that the textiles followed, and their significance in the local and 
international context. Furthermore, interviews of batik artists, as well as academicians from 
Santiniketan, will be discussed. Their views will provide clarity about the significance of 
batik designs in the local context. Moreover, audio-visual sources such as a symposium on 
batik ‘From Java to Santiniketan’ will further enrich the proposed study. 
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1.6. Structure 
  The origin and development of the economic and cultural relationship between 
India and Southeast Asia in the first and the second millennium will be studied in Chapter 2. 
Moreover, the evolution of Javanese religion, politics, and society in the context of these 
economic and cultural exchanges between India and Southeast Asia will also be dealt with. A 
historical backdrop of Java will lead to Chapter 3, which will investigate the meaning, 
significance, origin, types and trends of the art of batik in Java. The myriad cultural 
influences and their manifestations on Javanese batik will be discussed. The ‘naturalization’ 
of Indian elements and the resulting emergence of an ‘Indonesian’ style of batik will be 
analysed in the context of the socio-economic, political and religious context of Java. Finally, 
Chapter 4 will trace the trajectory of the diffusion of batik from Java to Santiniketan, in 
Bengal. The role of Rabindranath Tagore, his family, and other associates in reviving resist 
dyeing in India will be examined in the context of the socio-political and cultural situation of 
India in the 1920s. Moreover, the ‘naturalization’ of Javanese cultural elements in the context 
of Santiniketan, and the emergence of the traditional ‘Santiniketan Style’ of batik will be 
studied. The conclusion will wrap up the argument regarding the significance of the 
‘naturalization’ process in the migration of cultural elements from one region to another. A 
discussion on the naturalization of Indian textile elements in Java and Javanese textile 
elements in Santiniketan will conclude this study. 
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Chapter 2: Cultural Exchange: India and Java  
 The variety of visual expression in Indonesia is the result of disparate historical 
 experiences (Holmgren and Spertus 1989, 15). 
 
The above words of Robert J. Holmgren and Anita E. Spertus shed light upon the diverse 
history of Indonesia, and its impact on different visual art forms of the archipelago. As 
textiles are a quintessential visual medium of expression in Indonesia, an overview of the 
historical background of the archipelago will provide scope for an in-depth examination of 
the rich textile tradition of the region. 
2.1. Earliest Interactions   
 The term ‘diffusion’ signifies only that migration of cultural products from one 
 civilisation to another has taken place. Cultural products do not, of course, migrate. 
 People move about and may transport objects across wide spaces. Such transmissions 
 may be accomplished in a great many ways: by the migrations of whole populations, 
 by wars and conquests, as well as by wandering craftsmen, by traders, travellers, 
 embassies, pilgrims, and missionaries (Wittkower 1977, 11).  
 
 These words of Rudolf Wittkower explicate the important role played by agents in the 
process of transmission of cultural elements from one region to another. A study of these 
agents in the context of interaction between India and Indonesia will shed light on the 
trajectory of the migration of ideas, which is a crucial part of any diffusion process. The last 
two millennia witnessed the interaction between the subcontinent of India and the Indonesian 
archipelago in terms of ideas, technologies, and art forms such as textiles and sculpture. 
Scholarly literature has stressed the contribution of Indian ideas of politics, religion, and 
philosophy in the development of Indonesian counterparts. Migration of all these aspects was 
inextricably linked to the thriving networks of trade and commerce that existed in the ancient 
world. An integral part of this extensive network were Indian textiles and Indonesian spices, 
both being commodities in high demand. Indonesians desired Indian textiles because of their 
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exquisite quality and patterns, and Indonesian spices were in high demand from the 
Mediterranean World to China.  
 As Indonesia was strategically located on the trade route from the west to the east, it 
became an entrepôt of traders, adventurers, colonizers and missionaries from a diverse 
background—Chinese, Indians, and Arabs; followed by the Portuguese, Dutch and the British 
in the second millennium. Lured by the spice trade, they came to Indonesia and left an 
indelible cultural mark on the archipelago. According to Jill Forshee, Java was highly 
influenced by the foreign aspects it came into contact with, India being the ‘principal’ source. 
She also adds that people in Indonesia ‘absorbed influences of world civilizations’ and 
‘adapted’ foreign elements to suit their preferences (Forshee 2006, 9).  Indian impact has 
been ascribed in the field of religion, society and the politics of Indonesia. As this thesis 
focuses on the migration of Indian cultural elements to Indonesia through the medium of 
textiles, an analysis of Indian influence on these spheres of Indonesia will provide useful 
insights for this study.  
2.2. Religion  
 Hinduism was the first foreign religion which reached Java through Indian scholars 
and traders around 100 CE. Soon afterwards, Buddhism followed suit along the same route. 
Hindu philosophy continued to be imported to Java till around the second half of the fifteenth 
century.  The spread of Indian cultural influence: the Sanskrit language, Hinduism, Buddhism 
as well as conceptions of kingship, and architectural design, has been termed  as 
‘Indianization’5 of Southeast Asia. M.C. Ricklefs contends that this colonial tendency to view 
Southeast Asian culture through Indian ‘lenses’  has several components. First, the foreign 
cultural elements were regarded as ‘dominant’ and ‘superior’ in comparison to Southeast 
                                                 
5
 George Coedes, D.G.E. Hall and R.C.Majumdar are the proponents of this theory. In their opinion, Indian 
culture led to the creation and development of Southeast Asia. 
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Asian culture. Second, Indian influence was regarded as a ‘catalyst’ for the ‘beginning’ of 
Southeast Asian history. Finally, the political systems of Southeast Asia were considered to 
be ‘copies’ of their Indian counterparts (Ricklefs et al. 2010, 19). This theory exemplifies the 
dominant role accredited to the disseminating Indian civilisation in the transmission of ideas 
and objects to the Southeast Asian archipelago. However, an analysis of the various aspects 
of Southeast Asian religion, society, and politics reveals that the people of Southeast Asia 
were not merely recipients of ‘dominant’ Indian influences. Though Indian elements were 
certainly transmitted to Indonesia, they gradually became internalized in the local context. 
During this process of internalization, the foreign elements were transformed according to 
indigenous principles.  
  The late fifteenth and early sixteenth century marked the decline of the last Hindu 
kingdom of Java, the Majapahit dynasty. Thereafter, Islam gained prominence in the island, 
and it was embraced by the emerging Mataram Sultanate of central Java. However, 
traditional Indian models of kingship and hierarchy continued to form the basis of legitimacy 
of rulers, and often this was based on the display of ancient Hindu symbols of power and rank 
(Maxwell 2003, 1). The Hindu court culture which had hitherto existed in central Java had 
led to the marginalisation of lower castes. As Islam embraced all human beings and treated 
them equally, many people embraced it. Indeed, Islam had relieved people from the clutches 
of the Hindu caste system, but it did little to alleviate the status of the common masses as 
they were still ruled by aristocratic Javanese Muslims or the priyayi (Forshee 2006, 12–13). 
These above historical developments indicate that elements of Hindu culture had naturalized 
in the local context, and become engrained as traditional customs in Indonesia. This is 
evident from the fact that Indian models of politics continued to be followed, irrespective of 
the religion of the people. 
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 It must be borne in mind that a religious system based on the elements of nature, 
called animism, existed in Indonesia before contact with Hinduism and Buddhism. The 
proponents of this religion believed that all aspects of nature are invested with spiritual 
power. Jill Forshee observes that the diffusion of Hindu-Buddhist beliefs to Indonesia took 
place because the local rulers ‘adopted’ them, and this gradually this paved way for the 
formation of empires. She elaborates that Indian philosophies were ‘adapted to and mixed 
with local beliefs’ and the local people ‘blended’ and ‘elaborated’ prevalent beliefs with the 
new faiths that arrived (Forshee 2006, 29–33). Thus, it would be a fallacy to look at the 
transmission of Indian religion as a ‘superior’ unidirectional phenomenon. The negative and 
positive forces that operate within the local system of the recipient region play a vital role in 
the extent of diffusion. Rogers and Shoemaker point out that compatibility of foreign 
elements with the existent system ensures rapid adoption of foreign elements; on the other 
hand, if the situation is unfavourable, then it acts as a negative force in the diffusion process 
(Rogers and Shoemaker 1971, 145). It may, therefore, be concluded that Indonesians adapted 
and elaborated elements of foreign religion into an existing system of religious beliefs, and 
this could only have been possible because the indigenous environment favoured the 
inclusion of Indian foreign elements. 
2.3. Politics  
 As mentioned earlier, Indian ideals of kingship and authority had an impact on 
Indonesia. These foreign ideals encouraged the consolidation of the local population, 
resulting in the construction of local states, which were patronised by powerful dynasties. 
Terms associated with kingship such as ‘raja’ and ‘maharaja’ were adopted from India, 
along with related temporal and religious ceremonies (Maxwell 2003, 71).  Hermann Kulke 
mentions how the Chola maritime expeditions in the east led to the spread of courtly culture, 
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architectural principles, bronze casting techniques, Hindu mythology, and textile culture from 
South India to Southeast Asia. Furthermore, rulers in Southeast Asia began considering 
themselves as equivalent to the Hindu Gods Vishnu and Shiva (Kulke 1990, 184). Kenneth 
Hall asserts that Southeast Asians ‘merged’ indigenous religious concepts with Indian 
cosmological ideas, and this was the ‘ideological basis for their kingship’.  He provides the 
example of the manner in which Southeast Asians accepted the Hindu Lord of the Mountains, 
Shiva, into their existent belief in mountains being the abode of ancient spirits and ancestors. 
The Javanese built all their capitals and ritual complexes in close vicinity to mountains or 
plateaus because they revered the spirits of the mountains (Hall 2011, 15). The political 
model that existed in Indonesia has been called the centre and periphery model by scholars. 
This meant that intensity was strongest at the centre and it gradually diffused in the periphery 
of the kingdom. The command of the ruler depended on the ability to mobilise and control 
people rather than by conquering new lands (Forshee 2006, 10). The emergence of these 
centres of power was closely related to the trading activities of the region. 
 Hann observes that the burgeoning sea trade in Java led to the establishment of ports 
and the accumulation of wealth, which in turn resulted in the emergence of strong kingdoms 
(Hann 2013, 232).  The Buddhist Sailendra and Hindu Sanjaya dynasties that emerged in 
central Java, in the eighth century, were powerful realms. They are famous for building the 
renowned monuments of Borobudur (Buddhist) and Prambanan (Hindu). Between the ninth 
and the twelfth centuries, the Buddhist Srivijaya Empire in Sumatra extended their control 
over western Java. The Majapahit dynasty was the last powerful Hindu kingdom that existed 
in central Java from the early late thirteenth to the late fifteenth century. It was replaced by 
the Islamic Mataram Sultanate, which was the last major independent Javanese kingdom 
before the onset of the Dutch colonial era, and it ruled over central Java from the late 
sixteenth century to the beginning of the eighteenth century. By the mid-eighteenth century, 
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Mataram became a vassal state of the Dutch East India Company or Vereenigde Oost-
Indische Compagnie (VOC). In 1945, Indonesian nationalists, including Sukarno and 
Mohammad Hatta declared the independence of Indonesia from the yoke of Dutch colonial 
rule, and this led to the establishment of the Republic of Indonesia.  
 As in the case of religion, in the political sphere as well, Indian ideals of kingship 
proved to be favourable for the existing political scenario in Indonesia. With augmented 
wealth as a result of trade, rulers became increasingly ambitious and wanted to wield power 
single-handedly in their realms. Roger and Shoemaker observe that ‘relative advantage’ is 
one factor that adds impetus to a diffusion process (Rogers and Shoemaker 1971, 138). In this 
context, it means that the new ideals of kingship that Indians introduced seemed better fitted 
to the political scenario than the existing system. The symbols of power and authority and the 
ideal of divine kingship that Indian politics provided, dovetailed with the interest of the 
emerging ambitious rulers. 
2.4. Society 
 Indian influence became particularly evident in Indonesia by the third century C.E. 
There was a reason behind the willingness of ancient Indonesian kingdoms to absorb Indian 
principles. Buddhism and Hinduism brought them a sophisticated and well-organised system 
of religion, a written script, an administrative system, a code of law, and also knowledge of 
mathematics and science. Moreover, the ‘assimilation’ of Indian principles provided the 
many rulers of kingdoms with a formula to set up a system based on power and prestige 
(Forshee 2006, 53). In addition, Indians introduced a caste system in Indonesia. In India, the 
splitting of the society into the classes of ‘conquerors’ and the ‘conquered’ was initiated by 
the Aryan invasion, and this division grew stronger with subsequent foreign invasions. These 
conquerors created symbols of power and authority by the creation of new art forms and 
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garments (Jayakar and Irwin 1956, 19). Although the caste system in Indonesia was not as 
rigid as in India, the difference of status between the ruler and the ruled was clearly expressed 
through various media (Maxwell 2003, 73–77).   
 Hierarchical relationships based on control over land, heirlooms, and other sacred 
objects existed in Southeast Asian societies before their contact was established with India, 
but they were fluid in nature. Maxwell comments that Indian influence widened the gap 
between the ruler and the ruled, leading to the ‘move away from kin-based social structures 
towards the consolidation of ranked groups holding hereditary power and wealth.’ Maxwell 
adds that consolidation of powerful local clans gradually led to the emergence of local rulers, 
who in turn created empires. Indian religion and culture provided these rulers the means to 
justify and consolidate their possessions, and also introduced visual symbols of kingship such 
as holy texts, sacred canopies and the elephant (Maxwell 1990, 175). 
 Till the fourteenth century, the structure of the society and politics ensured that the 
wealth of the kingdom ‘gravitated toward the centre’, which was highly dependent on 
tributary relationships. The policy of the Majapahit Kingdom, of the fourteenth and fifteenth 
century, was a departure from its predecessors, as it focused more on securing its position and 
influence in the spice trade (Hall 2011, 258). Thus, the coastal areas which were centres of 
such trading activity became powerful and eventually wanted to break away from the central 
Majapahit power. Another importance transformation in society was brought about by the 
increasing influence of Islam, especially in the coastal areas. Though coastal monarchies still 
depended on traditional Hindu symbols for their legitimacy, they developed a distinct culture 
of their own, which was shaped by the diverse foreign influences as a result of trading 
activity with the Chinese and the Europeans. 
 The political and socio-cultural history of Indonesia and its textile tradition share a 
reciprocal relationship. The diverse historical experiences shaped the textile tradition of the 
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archipelago, and in turn, the textiles serve as a visual account of these experiences. Hence, 
the historical background of Indonesia will help us examine its culture of textiles. 
2.5. Textiles and their Significance 
 Textiles are an important medium in cultural studies because of their universality and 
 mobility. They circulate within specific cultural milieus and also serve as a vehicle for 
 the transmission of ideas between cultures. They play a central role in the ceremonial 
 and the ritual life of most Asian societies, as signifiers of rank and as bearers of other 
 social messages, and as the recipients of influences from the process of trade and 
 exchange. Textiles lie at the heart of the exchange mechanisms of many societies. 
 These processes are not only economic: many social, political and spiritual contracts 
 are sealed through the giving and receiving of cloths (Guy 1998, 7-8). 
 
 The aforesaid words of John Guy clearly illustrate the crucial role of textiles in the 
field of cultural studies, as a transmitter and receiver of cultural elements. The earliest Indian 
export textile that has been discovered in Indonesia belongs to the fourteenth century, but 
evidence of patterned textiles have been found in sculptures and paintings of the region that 
can be dated to around the tenth century. The Periplus of the Erythraean Sea, written in the 
first century A.D., followed by Arabic and Chinese writers from the tenth century, the 
thirteenth century accounts of Marco Polo,  the records of the English East India Company, 
and the Dutch VOC from the 17th to the 19
th
 century, testify the significant role of Indian 
textiles in the global trade in spices from the ancient to the modern times (Guy 1998, 16–17). 
 Spices and textiles were two key items in the global trade network that operated in the 
first millennium. Initially, the Arab, Indian, Malay, and Javanese merchants were veterans in 
the interregional trade of Asia, but in the early sixteenth century the Europeans gained control 
in the region. Spices were in great demand, especially in the Mediterranean World and in 
China, and the principal source was Southeast Asia. Indian textiles were in high demand in 
Southeast Asia in return for their spices (Guy 1998, 14-15). Scholars contend that Indian 
textiles, which were exported to the east, influenced people in Indonesia in terms of their 
significance as well as technique and design. 
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 The two main categories of textiles that were exported to Indonesia were the famous 
silk double ikat
6
 silk patola
7
 from Gujarat and the other kind was known in India as the 
kalamkari
8
, and in international trade, it was popularly called the chintz
9
. John Guy observes, 
‘An Indian export textile acquired an acculturated Southeast Asian meaning quite distinct 
from that intended by the producer. The cultural boundaries which it operated were very 
often localized and specific (Guy 1998, 9).’ He mentions that trade textiles had several 
functions in Indonesian society: they were a reliable medium of exchange, they were symbols 
of power and social status, they has spiritual value as heirloom objects, and they were also 
ascribed with talismanic properties and thus, they were used on special occasions, like birth, 
death, or marriages (Guy 1998, 10). Indian textiles became esteemed items in Indonesia by 
merit of being exotic and of exquisite quality. Their significance was ascertained in the 
context of Indonesian values, rather than being influenced by Indian value systems. 
 The trade in Indian textile fabrics reached its peak in the seventeenth and eighteenth 
century. In the late eighteenth century, because of the industrialisation in Europe and the 
decreasing demand for traditional commodities, old trading companies suffered a setback. 
The age of colonisation adversely affected the ancient connections between India and 
Indonesia (Maxwell 2003, 115). With the outbreak of the First World War, the market of 
Indian cloths ceased to exist in Indonesia (Dhamjia 2002, 52). However, the Indonesians 
continued to value Indian textiles and the well-being of a community remained connected to 
the use of textiles (Maxwell 2003, 115). As these cloths were exotic and sacred, their use was 
not discontinued. Instead, motifs and designs on Indian imported cloth began to be 
                                                 
6
 ‘Ikat’ is a technique in which the yarn is tied depending on the pattern desired, prior to the dyeing process. If 
both the warp and the weft yarn are resist dyed, then the final weave is called double ikat. 
7
 The ‘patola’ is a cloth woven according to the double ikat technique. 
8
 The application of mordant-dyes on fabric in India was done with a tool called the qalam, which is a bamboo 
pen with a reservoir to hold the mordant. Hence the nomenclature ‘kalamkari’. At times wooden blocks were 
also used to stamp the mordant on the fabric. 
9
 The word ‘chintz’ originated from the Hindi word ‘chit’ meaning variegated. The Europeans referred to these 
glazed calico textiles as ‘chintz’. 
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‘systematically integrated into the pattern repertoire of locally woven cloths, typically using 
tie-dyeing (ikat) or resist-dyeing (batik) processes. . . (Guy 1998, 10).’ Therefore, the growth 
of the batik industry in Java was stimulated by the decline of Indian textiles in the Indonesian 
market. 
 Robyn Maxwell asserts that an important episode in the history of textiles in 
Indonesia was the emulation and transformation of motifs and design found on Indian 
imported textiles onto local textiles of the region when it was no longer possible to procure 
them (Maxwell 1990, 217–18). He says that Indian elements were ‘absorbed, adapted and 
transformed’ in several ways. Some were ‘replicated’, while others were completely 
reinterpreted. Thus, both the imported cloths and their designs came to be highly esteemed, 
and the prerogative of their use was restricted to people who held a prestigious position in 
society (Maxwell 2003, 143). 
 Indian textiles certainly had an impact on Indonesia, and some influences were 
‘absorbed’ by the people. Nevertheless, a study of the premodern art of the archipelago has 
revealed that indigenous skill and artistry influenced by the Dong Son culture of Vietnam 
around the third or fourth century B.C. helped in the evolution of an independent Indonesian 
culture before the beginning of the Christian Era (Forshee 2006, 52). In this context Maxwell 
makes the following observation: 
 Some Indian-derived philosophical and religious conceptions of the universe seem to 
 have fitted existing traditions so appropriately that it is sometimes difficult to 
 distinguish them from indigenous elements. . . Southeast Asian textiles reveal both the 
 adaptation of ancient ideas to Indian style, and the transformation of Indian designs, 
 motifs, and themes according to local aesthetic principles (Maxwell 1990, 151). 
 
Moreover, Maxwell adds that textiles that were manufactured in India for local use differed 
from those meant for export. The latter was ‘specifically designed’ to cater to the preference 
of the client (Maxwell 1990, 154). In other words, the ‘producer was subordinate to the 
consumer’s demand (Jayakar and Irwin 1956, 22).’ Thus, it is possible that the Southeast 
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Asians played a considerable role in deciding what elements they desired on the textiles that 
they imported from India. Furthermore, when the supply of Indian textiles began dwindling, 
the Javanese adopted their own technique to keep their textile tradition alive by emulating 
Indian textiles. Their resist-dyeing method or batik was, in fact, opposite the mordant-dyeing 
technique used to decorate the Indian originals. Also, in spite of the similarity between the 
Indonesian imitated versions and their Indian counterparts, there was evident difference in the 
structure of the designs (Maxwell 2003: 144, 146).  
 Thus, it may be inferred that the Javanese developed a unique style of resist-dyeing 
both in terms of technique and design, to preserve their textile tradition in absence of the 
original textiles. By virtue of their exotic quality, the promise of power and authority, and 
appealing design elements, Indian textiles became a treasured object in Indonesia. However, 
the significance of the trade textiles and its motifs and patterns became ‘naturalized’ in the 
local context to such an extent that when they were emulated and reinterpreted on batik 
textiles, the original source became of secondary importance. Maxwell writes, ‘Ultimately it 
was not just the textiles but the designs and motifs that came to be treasured by Indonesians . 
. . the textile designs came to symbolise high status in their own right, often without 
conscious reference to the trade cloth sources (Maxwell 2003, 143).’  
2.6. Conclusion  
 The discussion in this chapter illustrates the interrelationship between Indonesian 
society, politics, and religion on the one hand, and its textile tradition on the other. A study of 
the historical background of developments in these spheres elucidates the valuable 
contribution of India. However, the inclusion of Indian elements in Indonesia would not have 
been possible in the absence of a favourable indigenous environment. The caste system, 
symbols and ideas of kingship, and religious influences from India dovetailed, or in certain 
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instances were favourable for the existent environment in Indonesia. With time, these foreign 
elements underwent transitions to be naturalized in the local context. Textiles were also 
undergoing a similar process, as they were affected by the socio-cultural and political milieu. 
Initially, imported Indian cloth was valued because of their exquisite quality, and also 
because they were difficult to procure. With the passage of time, they acquired a meaning 
completely different from that in India and were ascribed with special qualities. Ultimately, 
Indian designs that were found on the imported exotic fabrics became a part of Indonesian 
‘tradition’. In the eighteenth century when the supply of these cloths was threatened, the 
Indonesians were eager to protect their tradition. Thus, they chose to imitate the Indian 
symbols and patterns on local cloth. The transfer or replication of Indian designs was not 
because the Indonesians wanted to ‘copy’ the imported designs, it was because they wanted 
to preserve and reinvent their tradition through reproduction on local textiles. These replicas 
of Indian designs on export textiles achieved the same status as the original textiles, and 
reference to the original source was rare. Thus, it can be inferred that Indian textile designs 
were gradually naturalized according to the beliefs, traditions, and practices of Indonesian 
people. Ultimately, the Indian designs no longer remained ‘Indian’, they transformed into 
‘Indonesian traditional’ designs. 
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Chapter 3: Javanese Batik 
 In a sense, Indonesia is like a living museum, embracing societies that occupy every 
 stratum in the development of human culture. Textiles reflect these varied historical 
 experiences, like living fossils (Holmgren and Spertus 1989, 18). 
 
 These words of Holmgren and Spertus demonstrate that textiles mirror the historical 
background of Indonesia. As the primary aim of this thesis is to study the transformation of 
Indian cultural elements in the context of Java, this chapter will analyse Indian design 
elements on Javanese batik textiles. However, Chinese, European and Arabic influence is 
also evident on Javanese batik, especially from the coastal areas. Thus, besides Indian 
influences, these foreign influences on Javanese batik will also be discussed. 
3.1. Meaning and Significance 
 The word ‘batik’ is derived from the Indonesian term ‘ambatik’, which means ‘a cloth 
with dots’( Fraser-Lu 1986, 1). Batik refers to the process of decorating textiles by using a 
wax resist technique. On a piece of undyed cloth, usually cotton, a pattern is drawn with hot 
wax. Thereafter, the cloth is dyed by immersing it in a dye bath. The wax is later removed, 
and the parts which were outlined with wax retain the original colour of the textile. Complex 
patterns and motifs can be created with myriad colours by repeating this process. The earliest 
written reference to ‘batik’ was made in a Dutch bill, dating back to 1641. However, 
reference to drawn and painted cloths in Javanese texts can be traced back to the twelfth 
century. Therefore, batik may have existed even before the name was coined for this kind of 
resist dyeing (Fiona Kerlogue 2004, 18). Late twelfth-century sima
10
 inscriptions mention the 
word 'tulis' as the technique of decorating finished cloth. In the modern context, this word 
refers to hand drawn batik with the canting or wax pen. Evidence of patterned textiles has 
                                                 
10
 Sima were tax grant inscriptions of central and eastern Java. 
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also been found on Hindu-Buddhist sculptures in Central Java, dating between the ninth and 
the eleventh century (Guy 1998, 62).  
 Batik textiles are held in high esteem in Javanese society because of their aesthetic 
value and their symbolic meaning. Maria Wrońska-Friend comments that they are ‘one of the 
most eminent expressions of Javanese culture’, and therefore,  considered to be a form of 
refined higher art. She adds that the iconography of batiks serves as a ‘visual record’ of the 
history of exchange of the region with neighbouring cultures. Moreover, the diverse colours 
and designs on batik serve as a ‘rich visual language’, which signifies the identity and social 
status of the person wearing it (Wrońska-Friend 2006, 44-46).  
3.2. Origins: Inception or Reinvention of a Tradition? 
 The origin and evolution of batik have been topics of heated debate among scholars. 
Rony Siswandi in the chapter titled ‘Roots of the Tradition’ contends that all the arguments 
revolve around any one, or a combination of the following theories:  
1. Diffusion- This theory proposes that the technique of batik travelled to Indonesia 
through migration and trade and according to this theory, ‘the transmitting culture was 
an active participant.’ This ‘active’ culture may have been China or India. 
2. Acculturation- This theory focuses on the ‘active role played by the recipient’ 
Indonesian culture. The Indonesians were already familiar with batik when they 
interacted with foreign trade goods. Hence, they enriched the local tradition by 
choosing to adapt foreign elements which conformed to their needs. 
3. Local Tradition- According to this theory the technique of batik originated and 
developed in Indonesia it also proposes that transcultural contact did not transform the 
existent local tradition. Foreign elements were merely ‘adapted and applied’ to the 
prevalent repertoire of Indonesian batik. 
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4. Multilinear Theory- This theory suggests that it may be possible that batik originated 
and developed independently in Asia, East Turkestan and Africa (Siswandi 1999, 21–
22). 
  In light of the aforementioned theories, it will be relevant to discuss the views of a 
few proponents in greater detail. According to Robyn Maxwell, during the first millennium 
CE, Indian scholars and traders travelled along the trade routes that stretched from China to 
the Mediterranean, and they were instrumental in the dissemination of Indian philosophical, 
political and social influence to the east. The diffusion of these elements of Indian culture was 
reflected in textiles and other forms of art such as architecture (Maxwell 1990, 149–50). 
Maxwell further contends that several designs from the Indian trade cloths were ‘absorbed’, 
‘adapted’ and ‘transformed’ to be included in the repertoire of Javanese batik  (Maxwell 
2003, 143).  
  Mary Hunt Kahlenberg, says that  from 700 AD, along with Buddhism and Hinduism, 
aspects of Indian textiles, such as design and aesthetics, travelled from India to Indonesia. In 
the next millennium, they were ‘adapted’ into the prevalent indigenous repertoire of 
Indonesia, and gradually the people of the archipelago developed the art of textile designing 
and manufacture to a novel level (Kahlenberg 2006, 148).  John Guy writes that Indian export 
textiles to Southeast Asia were ‘acculturated’in the context of the local culture of the 
importers. He adds that evidence points out that the technique of batik, as well as many of its 
designs, were inspired by imported Indian textiles (Guy 1998, 9). Fiona Kerlogue mentions 
that as resist-dyed textiles were imported from India to Indonesia since the thirteenth century 
or even earlier, it is possible that some Indian techniques
11
 were ‘adopted and then adapted’ 
by people in the archipelago (Kerlogue 2004, 18). Susan Arensberg, in ‘Javanese Batik’,  
opines that a study of Southeast Asian textiles reveals that they undoubtedly ‘adapted’ Indian 
                                                 
11
 In India, wax was applied either with a kalam—a metal spike with a bulb to hold the hot wax, or stamps made 
of wood.   
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ancient ideas, and transformed the designs, motifs, and themes to suit indigenous principles 
(Arensberg 1978, 14). 
   Tassilo Adam refers to batik as a ‘native craft.’ He adds that even if there is doubt 
about its indigenous origin in Java, it is certain that the technique reached its zenith in Java 
(Adam 1935, 3; Fraser-Lu 1986, 3). 
  Fiona Kerlogue and Alfred Steinmann mention the multilinear theory. In Indonesia 
for instance, resist dyeing was prevalent in several areas. Instead of wax, other materials were 
used for resisting the dyes (Kerlogue 2004, 18). Steinmann emphasizes that batik may have 
been a process of a much wider diffusion. Besides Java, it was also known in other parts of 
Indonesia, China, Japan, Siam, East Turkestan, Europe and Africa. He opines that neither is 
there a single, undisputed creator of the batik nor is there any evidence which indicates that 
the technique originated at one specific time in history (Steinmann 1958, 13). 
 Indian cultural aspects undoubtedly influenced Javanese textile traditions (Wrońska-
Friend 2006, 44; Fraser-Lu 1986, 1).  However, even though Southeast Asian textiles may 
have been informed by several aspects of Indian trade fabrics, they developed a style 
uniquely Southeast Asian (Arensberg 1978, 14). Moreover, Indonesian textiles also 
influenced Indian trade textiles because Indians always gave priority to the client’s demand 
(Helly 2013, 53). Mary Kahlenberg points out that Indians fabrics produced in the 
seventeenth and eighteenth century for local use were very different from those meant for 
export, as the latter catered specifically to the preference of the clientele. In other words, the 
main strategy in case of Indian export textiles was ‘to adapt to the taste of the client’. 
Evidence reveals that the Javanese sent sample textiles to India via the Dutch, to be copied 
onto Indian textiles for the Indonesian market (Kahlenberg 2006, 135). Thus, it is possible 
that Indonesian preferences were reflected on the trade cloths. Another aspect about these 
textiles is that though varied foreign influences are visible on them, there is an affinity 
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towards certain specific designs. Holmgren and Spertus observe, ‘Although many Indonesian 
patterns arrived from abroad, the favored designs, those to which the islanders constantly 
return, are old and if not indigenous, long naturalized (Holmgren and Spertus 1989, 22).’ 
Tassilo Adam mentions that although the Javanese adopted certain motifs and designs from 
the Indian Hindu vocabulary; they selected specific objects to ‘conventionalize’ and 
‘symbolize’(Adam 1935, 1). These observations indicate that the Indonesians had a particular 
affinity towards certain Indian motifs and patterns that they were already familiar with, given 
their long history of interaction with India. It is probable that the designs which the 
Indonesians preferred had naturalized in the local context, and had become part of the 
traditional design vocabulary of the region by the seventeenth or eighteenth century.  
 Indeed, there is a body of evidence to suggest that the technique of batik, and many of 
 its designs, are the result of the stimulus provided by the presence of imported Indian 
 textiles. The acceptability of local cloths to consumers may thus have been shaped by 
 the belief that the authority of the imported cloths could be appropriated by the 
 imitation of their appearance (Guy 1998, 10) 
 
 These words of John Guy clearly reveal the fact that the imitated cloths which were 
often created using the batik technique were ascribed the same status as the Indian imported 
cloths of the previous centuries. In the absence of the original Indian imported textiles, the 
value of the prestigious cloths was now transferred onto local textiles using resist-dyeing 
techniques, to ensure the preservation of the Indonesian textile tradition. It is possible that 
indigenous techniques of resist-dyeing in Indonesia were improved upon, due to the crisis of 
Indian import textiles in the late eighteenth century. Thus, the batik technique was used to  
‘reinvent’ and ‘preserve’ the traditional ethos that the Indonesians associated with imported 
textiles. However, it must be noted that while referring to batik as the traditional fabric of 
Indonesia, a reference to their original source is seldom made. This clearly indicates that over 
time Indian imported textiles and their designs had been intrinsically naturalized in 
Indonesian society, such that the original source were hardly referred to. In this context, it 
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will be interesting to study the Indian designs that made its way into the ‘traditional’ design 
repertoire of Javanese batiks. 
3.3. Types 
 Javanese batik may be categorised on the basis of several aspects. The technique, 
design structure and the region of production are important aspects of batik in Java. 
Therefore, in this thesis Javanese batiks will be studied from these perspectives. 
3.3.1. Technique 
 
 There are two categories of batik textiles: batik tulis and cap batik. The former is the 
traditional method, believed to have originated in Java (Hodge 1999, 16). It refers to the 
process by which the wax is applied manually with a canting pen—a pen-like bamboo tool 
with a copper bowl and a spout to hold the wax. The cap batik, a faster and cheaper method, 
was introduced in the mid-nineteenth century in Java to cope with the competition posed by 
European textile. This technique led to the commercialization and modernization of the batik 
industry in Java (Helly 2013, 54;  Sekimoto 2003, 116–17). The wax, in this case, is applied 
with a copper stamp or cap. It is believed that the cap process was inspired by Indian block 
printing techniques (Adam 1935, 72; Kerlogue 2004, 20).  
3.3.2. Structure and Design 
  
Tassilo Adam says, ‘. . .the art of batik was developed from foreign influence, 
especially that of India (Adam 1935, 59).’ However, despite the importance of Indian and 
Hindu-Buddhist influence, Indonesia has been in contact with other religions—Islam and 
Christianity and people from different regions—the Chinese, Indian, Arab, Portuguese, Dutch 
and the English. All these foreign influences on Javanese batik will be reflected upon. But for 
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the purpose of this study, Indian design elements and their transformation and inclusion into 
Javanese batik will be the focus. 
                  Isen or Background Designs 
These designs consist of simple repetitive elements: dots, lines, squares, crosses, foliage 
or flowers. Examples include the fish scale motif or gringsing, considered to have healing 
properties, the Chinese swastika or banji that is symbolic of good fortune, and stylised 
representation of local Indonesian flora such as stalks, leaves, buds and tendrils. 
Geometric Designs 
The ceplokan or repetitive design consists of 
conventionalized forms of natural elements such as 
flowers, fruits, birds, insects, and animals, as well as 
symmetrical motifs such as stars, crosses, rosettes, or 
lozenges. According to Sylvia Fraser-Lu, ceplokan 
designs on Javanese batik were influenced by the 
imported double ikat patola fabrics from India. By virtue 
of being highly valued, designs on these textiles were 
‘imitated and modified’ and gradually they became a 
part of the Indonesian design collection (Fraser-Lu 
1986, 33–34). The kawung design (Figure 2) consists of 
parallel rows of ellipses. This design, believed to represent the fruit of the kapok tree or the 
aren or sugar palm, was known in Indonesia since the thirteenth century and was also familiar 
to ancient civilisations of Syria, Persia, and the Indus Valley (Fraser-Lu 1986, 34). However, 
this design may have been inspired by Indian prototypes on imported textiles (Gittinger 1990, 
124). The kawung is also found on garments of statues in Hindu-Buddhist temples in Java. It 
is possible that this pattern, signifying the regulated universe, may have been adopted from 
Figure 2 Kawung Motif. Yogyakarta, 
1891. Batik on Cotton, 54.5 x 52.5.  
From: The database of the National 
Museum van Wereldculteren, Object 
Number RV-847-84. 
(http://collectie.wereldculturen.nl/defa
ult.aspx?lang=en) 
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architecture onto Javanese textiles (Elliott 1984, 66–67). The jelamprang design, an eight-
rayed rosette motif set in geometric shapes, and the nitik design consisting of small dots and 
lines is believed to be ‘imitative’ of woven Indian patola designs (Fraser-Lu 1986, 35–37). 
The most popular of the garis miring or parallel diagonal design is the parang (Figure 3) 
which means ‘rugged rock’, ‘knife pattern’, or ‘broken blade’. Besides batik, it is also found 
on wood carvings and ancient Indonesian percussion instruments (Fraser-Lu 1986, 37). The 
tambal miring or patchwork design is an imitation of the patchwork garments worn by 
Javanese priests as a protective garment. The inspiration may be robes of patched fabric worn 
by Buddha and other ascetics to signify the renunciation of worldly pleasures (Wrońska-
Friend 2006, 51). The tumpal or triangular border design has been found as borders on bronze 
drums, and architectural ornaments on ancient temples in Java. However, the incorporation of 
this design on textiles was inspired by their appearance on the borders of textiles imported 
from India (Fraser-Lu 1986, 42). 
Figure 3 Parang Motif. Surakarta, 
1875-78. Batik on Cotton, 264 x 110 
cm.  
From: The online database of the 
National Museum van 
Wereldculturen, Object Number: 
RV-300-367. 
(http://collectie.wereldculturen.nl/de
fault.aspx?lang=en) 
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Semen or Non-geometric 
Designs 
 
Semen designs serve as a 
background for stylized 
depictions of symbolic scenes as 
well as flora and fauna. The 
word semen is derived from the 
term semi, meaning ‘small buds 
and young leaves’. According to 
Sylvia Fraser-Lu, Hindu, 
Buddhist, Chinese, European, 
and Javanese elements are found 
in the designs (Fraser-Lu 1986, 42–
43).  The popular semen designs 
are those of stylised flowers, fruits, leaves, birds, animals, mountains, and human figures. 
Garuda, the half-human and half-eagle mount of the Hindu god Vishnu, is the single most 
powerful symbol of strength and success in the Indonesian repertoire. It later came to be the 
national symbol of Indonesia. The entire bird may be seen, or it also may be represented by 
its wings: a single wing is called a lar, a pair of wings is known as mirong and a pair of wings 
with a spread out tail is famous as a sawat (Figure 4). The snake or naga, the representative of 
the underworld, and symbolising the female element, fertility and water are widely prevalent, 
and often, this lucky motif looks like a combination of an Indian snake and the Chinese 
dragon (Figure 5). Wayang kulit or shadow puppet figures of characters from the Ramayana, 
Mahabharata, and Javanese legends are other popular motifs. Besides, folk scenes depicting 
Indonesian village life and characters from European fairy tales are also seen.  
Figure 4 Garuda, Lar, Mirong, and Sawat Motifs.  
Source: Indonesian Batik. Sylvia Fraser-Lu. Singapore: 
OUP. 1986, p. 45. 
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Figure 5 Naga Motif. Central Java. Hand-drawn Batik, 106.5 x 232 cm.  
Source: The Book of Batik. Fiona Kerlogue. Canberra: OUP, 1999, p. 81. 
 
 Type  Examples 
Background Designs or Isen fish scales or gringsing, Chinese swastika, rice stalks, coconut fronds, curling 
leaves, buds, tendrils, flowers, hooks 
Geometric Designs  repetitive designs or ceplokan: symmetrical stars, crosses, rosettes, 
polygons and conventionalized versions of flowers, fruits, birds, insects, 
animals 
examples:  
local flowers and fruits: hibiscus, jasmine, lotus, banana, and spices including 
cloves, nutmeg, betel leaves 
animals: mussels, fish, prawns, claws of crabs 
 circular designs or kawung 
 eight-rayed rosette designs or jelamprang 
 weaving designs or nitik 
 parallel diagonal designs or garis miring 
 patchwork designs or tambal miring 
 triangular designs or tumpal 
Non-geometric Designs or Semen  vines and creepers of flower, fruit and vegetable species 
 birds: garuda, Chinese phoenix, peacocks, rooster, chicken, nightingale, 
pigeon, crow, owl 
 animals: Indian elephant and snake, tiger, Chinese unicorn,Chinese lion 
and dragon, buffalo, horses, deer 
 mountains and landscape  
 human figures: Javanese shadow puppets, characters from the Hindu 
epics Ramayana, Mahabharata and Javanese legends, local folk scenes, 
characters from European fairy tales 
 
Table.1. Different patterns and motifs found on Javanese batik textiles 
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3.3.3. Region 
 
 Nian S. Djoemena discusses the categorisation and characteristics of batik designs 
based on the region of production. Since the Dutch colonial times, batik has been classified 
into two categories: Batik of Vorstenlanden or the sultanates and Batik of Pesisir or the 
coastal areas. The former referred to the batik of the courts at Surakarta (Solo) and 
Yogyakarta (Yogya) in central Java, where batik originated, and the latter to batik produced 
in coastal areas such as Indramayu, Cirebon, Pekalongan, and Lasem, among others (Figure 6). 
The batiks of both regions influenced one another in terms of design elements. However, 
coastal batik was commercial, included a wider palette of colours, reflected foreign 
influences other than Indian elements; compared to central Javanese batik, which was 
traditional, had a limited colour palettes, and reflected primarily Hindu-Javanese influence 
(Djoemena 1990, 4–9).  
 
Figure 6 Batik Producing Regions in Java 
Central Javanese Batik  
 The kraton or royal courts of Yogyakarta and Surakarta are the capitals of ‘classical’ 
batik, as they were the centers of power when Indian cultural influence in Java reached its 
peak between 600 and 1500 CE. Even after these areas converted to Islam, traditional Hindu-
Javanese traditions of the previous centuries were retained, and this is visible on the batik 
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from these regions (Fraser-Lu 1986, 58). Indian designs formed a new layer on the existent 
beliefs of the ancient Indonesians. The bird was regarded as a messenger of divine messages 
in ancient Indonesian culture. With the arrival of Hinduism, this ancient bird took the form of 
the mount of the Hindu god Vishnu, Garuda, symbolising the crown and the sun, but the 
former symbolism was also preserved (Kahlenberg 2006, 136). The sawat or lar, the double 
and single wings of the Garuda, symbolising the ruler; and the kawung or four-petal flower 
representing the universe (Wrońska-Friend 2006, 51; Elliott 1984, 66–67) were regarded as 
larangan or forbidden designs, restricted for use by the ruler, his officials, and the royal 
family (Djoemena 1990, 12). Besides the traditional Hindu-Javanese motifs, a few coastal 
designs are also seen on central Javanese batik. For instance, buketan or bouquet motifs 
combined with either parang or kawung or both are found on batiks made by the Chinese in 
Surakarta. Similarly in Yogyakarta also, Chinese entrepreneurs combine traditional and 
coastal motifs  (Djoemena 1990: 20, 30).  
Coastal Batik  
 The northern coastal towns of Java developed a distinct batik style, which clearly 
reflects Arab, Chinese, and Indian influence, owing to their commercial transactions with the 
Near East, India, and China. The most popular design on Lasem batiks was the blossoming 
tree, unmistakably inspired by the tree of life motif commonly found on Indian ‘chintz’ 
textiles. Chinese entrepreneurs began producing local versions of this tree design around the 
first half of the nineteenth century when the supply of imported textiles from the Coromandel 
coast started dwindling. The local rendering of the design included Phoenixes and other birds, 
making them distinguishable from their Indian prototypes (Wrońska-Friend 2006, 53). In 
Pekalongan, popular motifs included bouquets of European flowers or buketan (Figure 7) and 
characters from European fairy tales. Islamic influence on batik includes calligraphy in the 
Arabic script, and the tughra (Figure 8)—the formal emblematic signature of an Ottoman ruler 
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(Hout 2001, 124). That being said, coastal batik designs also include elements from the 
traditional batiks of central Java. The sawat, lar, parang, and kawung designs are often used 
in the brightly coloured coastal batiks (Djoemena 1990, 33–51). 
 
Figure 7 Buketan or Bouquet Motif . Pekalongan, Early Twentieth Century. Hand-drawn Batik, 107 x 195 cm.  
Source: The Book of Batik. Fiona Kerlogue. Canberra: OUP, 1999, p.108. 
 
 
Figure 8 Tughra Motif, Arabic Calligraphy. Early Twentieth Century, Hand-drawn Batik, 90 x 220 cm. 
Source: The Book of Batik. Fiona Kerlogue. Canberra: OUP, 1999, p. 100. 
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 Drawing upon a discussion on the batik motifs of central Java and those from coastal 
Java, we can infer that Indian motifs such as the kawung, sawat, or lar had become an integral 
part of the collection of batik in both regions. The difference was that while the former, due 
to their association with the royal courts retained their symbolic meaning, the latter 
concentrated on the aesthetic value of the motifs. The rendering of the Indian motifs on 
textiles differed according to the environment of the center where the batik was being 
produced. Thus, the foreign motifs were shaped according to the principles of the indigenous 
people of the batik centers, and even within Java, the nature and extent of the transformation 
of foreign motifs differed from place to place.  
  
3.4. ‘Indonesian’ Batik 
 After independence in 1945, the Indonesian government made efforts to revive batik 
production which had been severely affected by the world wars. All batik producing 
cooperatives in Java were brought under the aegis of the Union of Indonesian Batik 
Cooperatives (GKBI) to provide protection to home industry and to oust foreign colonial 
competition. As traditional batik was symbolic as an indicator of status, it was not apt as a 
symbol of modernity and nationhood. To solve this problem, a new ‘national style’ of batik 
emerged called ‘Batik Indonesia’, which amalgamated north coast colour schemes and 
designs with those of courtly Central Java to produce a style that appealed to the masses 
(Kerlogue 2004, 107).  President Soekarno played a major role in this revival process and he 
appointed K.R.T. Hardjonagoro to look into the progress of the creation of this new style of 
fine batik designs. Fiona Kerlogue mentions that batik has become an ‘expression of local 
pride and an essential symbol of the nation’ in Indonesia (Kerlogue 2004, 12). The Garuda 
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bird
12
 was chosen as the symbol of the Republic of Indonesia because in the Mahabharata 
epic, he saved his mother from slavery. The Indonesian people believe that Indonesia is the 
mother, who has been freed from the clutches of slavery and subjugation by her son, the 
Garuda, who represents the young generation in Indonesia (Hitchcock and Nuryanti 2000, 
103–5). The choice of batik, which is believed to be inspired by Indian export textiles, and 
the Garuda bird, a character of the Hindu epic the Mahabharata, as the representatives of the 
Indonesian Nation, clearly reveal that Indian influences have gradually naturalized over time 
in the local milieu of Indonesia. These Indian elements have become an intrinsic part of 
Indonesian society, to the extent that mention of the original source is hardly relevant. 
Moreover, the Indonesians have created a distinct textile tradition based on the myriad 
external influences they have received, which certainly includes, but is not limited to Indian 
cultural influence. The value and exquisiteness of Indonesian batik is testified by the fact that 
in 2009, the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) 
included Indonesian batik on the Representative List of the Intangible Cultural Heritage of 
Humanity (Karim 2014, 141). 
3.5. Conclusion 
 In this chapter, the meaning, significance, origin, and types of the resist-dyed fabric 
called ‘batik’ have been discussed. Scholars hold diverse views about the origin of the 
technique. The theories of diffusion, acculturation, local tradition and the multilinear theory 
have been discussed. Based on these theories it can be concluded that indigenous techniques 
of resist-dyeing may have been prevalent in Indonesia. These techniques were improved after 
                                                 
12
 The story of the mythical Garuda bird is related in the Mahabharata epic. He was the son of Bagawan 
Kasyapa and his wife, Winata. Kasyapa had another wife called Kadru, and the two wives competed among 
themselves for strong offsprings. Following a complex course of events, finally Kadru imprisoned Winata. 
Garuda, successfully rescued his mother from the clutches of Kadru, and all the gods praised him for his valor 
and courage. Thus, Garuda became a saviour, victor, and the greatest of birds, respected by all the gods of 
heaven. 
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the import of Indian textiles was hampered by European machine-made textiles in the late 
eighteenth century. Thus, batik was a method of preserving and reinventing the tradition of 
Indonesian textiles by producing replicas of Indian imported textiles on local cloth. An 
analysis of the literature has also revealed that around the seventeenth and eighteenth century, 
Indonesians sent samples of designs they preferred to India, to be copied onto textiles meant 
for export to Indonesia. Thus Indian manufacturers adapted the designs to cater to the 
demands of the client. Moreover, the Indonesians had a particular affinity toward specific 
Indian textiles. These observations suggest that owing to the relationship between India and 
Indonesia in the previous centuries, certain Indian designs had naturalized in the environment 
of Indonesia. In other words, they had become native to the region, and these had become a 
part of Indonesian tradition. Furthermore, after gaining independence from Dutch colonial 
rule, the Garuda bird and batik textiles were chosen as symbols of the ‘Republic of 
Indonesia’. The former symbolized the youth of the nation, who freed their motherland from 
colonial rule, and the latter represented the spirit of Indonesia. This amply clarifies that these 
symbols were an integral part of the Indonesian society. In conclusion, it may be said that 
though Indian influences diffused to Southeast Asia in the first millennium, these aspects 
were adopted and transformed, and gradually they became naturalized in the context of the 
local values of Indonesia. 
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 Chapter 4: Santiniketan Batik  
 Rabindranath Tagore (1861-1941), a multifaceted stalwart from Bengal in eastern 
India, was a poet, novelist, songwriter, and painter. A prominent figure in the Bengal 
Renaissance
13
, he was also an activist against British colonial rule. Besides, he was a true 
nationalist who emphasized the development of art, culture, and education through 
international cooperation. For the purpose of this thesis, the focus will be on his contribution 
in the field of cultural and economic revival in the context of the ongoing anti-colonial 
movement in India in the early twentieth century. It is believed that inspired by his visit to 
Java, in 1927, Tagore revived the art of resist-dyeing in Santiniketan, a small town in eastern 
India. The resist-dyeing industry in India had suffered severely due to competition offered by 
British machine made cloths. Arun Dasgupta considers Tagore as ‘a pioneer bridge builder 
between Indonesia and India’(Arun Das Gupta 2002, 458) as he restored the cultural 
relationship that India and Indonesia had shared since the first millennium, till it was 
truncated by colonial ambitions in Asian trade networks in the eighteenth century.  
 During his trip to Java, Tagore was accompanied by other associates, who assisted 
him in his endeavour to revive cultural ties with Indonesia. They were cultural pilgrims, and 
ardent travellers, who served as the agents of diffusion in the case of the revival of resist-
dyeing in Bengal. Rudolf Wittkower mentions that travellers and pilgrims serve as agents of 
diffusion (Wittkower 1977, 11). Hence, the diffusion in the case of Santiniketan batik took 
place from Java, the disseminating region, to Santiniketan, the recipient region. However, as 
resist-dyeing techniques were prevalent in India prior to Tagore’s visit to Java, most scholars 
contend that batik in Santiniketan was a ‘revival’ rather than the inception of a new 
                                                 
13
 A social-cultural, artistic, and intellectual movement, which took place in Bengal from the nineteenth to the 
early twentieth century, during British colonial rule. 
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technique. As this adds another important layer to the diffusion process, it will be relevant to 
discuss the views of a few scholars. 
4.1. Origins: Inception or Revival? 
 Amar Tyagi mentions that batik originated in India and that it was revived in the 
twentieth century (Tyagi 2008, 40). According to Nityananda Bhagat, although the technique 
of batik originated in India, it was unable to flourish due to lack of patronage. Moreover, as 
the traditional process was slow, it could not stand up to the stiff competition offered by other 
textiles which were more suited for mass production and export (Bhagat 1996, 23).  
Shakuntala Bala argues that due to the efforts of Rabindranath Tagore and his daughter-in-
law, Pratima Tagore, the ‘native art of batik’ was revived in Santiniketan, and from here, it 
spread to other parts of the country (Balu 1982, 17). Ashish Basu argues that Tagore’s 
experience during the trip to Java was the inspiration behind this revival (Basu 1990, 33). The 
general consensus on the origin of batik in Santiniketan is that it was a process of ‘revival’, 
inspired by Javanese cultural influence. Resist-dyeing techniques were known in India much 
before its revival in the early twentieth century
14. However, they were not called ‘batik’. 
Therefore, it can be deduced that after the revival of resist-dyeing in India, it came to be 
known as ‘batik’, the source of inspiration being Java. It will be pertinent to delve deeper into 
Tagore’s trip to Southeast Asia and examine the factors that induced the revival of resist 
dyeing techniques in Bengal. 
4.2. Tagore and Java 
 Rabindranath Tagore travelled to Southeast Asia in 1927, accompanied by the 
philologist, Suniti Kumar Chatterji. The artist, architect, and photographer, Surendranath Kar, 
                                                 
14
 Interview, 12
th
 August 2016: Dr. Padmini Tolat Balaram, Professor, Department of Silpa Sadana, Sriniketan, 
West Bengal, India. 
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and the painter and musician, Dhirendra Krishna Deva Varman, also accompanied him. 
Suniti Kumar Chatterji’s diary on the tour mentions that the purpose of the tour was twofold: 
‘. . . to study the remains of Indian civilization in the antiquarian relics as well as the life and 
the living arts in Indonesia and Farther India’ and also, ‘. . . to bring about close cultural 
cooperation between India and these regions through an appreciation of the ideals of Visva 
Bharati
15
 (Chatterjee, 1964 in Das Gupta 2002, 456). ’ Tagore and his companions were 
guests at the royal centres of Javanese culture, Surakarta and Yogyakarta. During their stay, 
the guests were amazed by the beautiful batik pieces they witnessed being made. They were 
honoured with gifts of batik, specially made for the royal family, and they also bought batik 
pieces as well as tjaps (stamps made of metal used for cap batik) from the markets in Java.
16
 
Many of these samples are now a part of the Kala Bhavana
17
 collection of batik in 
Santiniketan. The collection
18
 includes traditional Javanese clothes such as sarong
19
, 
kemben
20
, and selendang
21
 with traditional central Javanese motifs and patterns, for instance, 
the single wing Garuda motif or lar, nitik (imitation of the woven ikat patola pattern), tree of 
life design, as well as Javanese wayang or shadow puppet, and parang rusak or broken blade 
motifs.  
 The above observations clearly point out that a process of diffusion had taken place 
from Java to Bengal, Tagore and his companions serving as agents in this process of cultural 
transmission. The next phase in the process of the cultural migration to be examined is the 
socio-political context of Bengal when the transmission took place. 
                                                 
15
 Visva Bharati University, literally translated as the ‘World University’ was founded by Tagore in Santiniketan 
in 1921. 
16
 Source: ILHAM Gallery, Youtube, 14 May 2016. ‘From Java to Santiniketan: The Story of Batik’. Speaker: 
Supriya Roy. Part of the symposium ‘Trade, Ties and Transformation: Stories on Textiles and Modernity’. 
17
 Art School founded by Tagore in Santiniketan. 
18
 Source: ILHAM Gallery, Youtube, 14 May 2016. ‘From Java to Santiniketan: The Story of Batik’. Speaker: 
Maria Wrońska-Friend. Part of the symposium ‘Trade, Ties and Transformation: Stories on Textiles and 
Modernity’. 
19
 A sarong is a traditional Javanese garment consisting of a piece of cloth covering the body from the the waist 
to the ankle. 
20
 A kemben is a traditional garment worn by Javanese women to cover the upper part of the body. 
21
 A selendang is a shawl or a shoulder cloth worn by Javanese women. They are also used to carry babies. 
  
43 
 
4.3. Nationalism 
 Textiles played a very important role in Indian nationalism post-1905 as the influx of 
machine-made British textiles were leading to the impoverishment of the Indian economy. 
Cloth proved to be an extremely powerful symbol of the Indian national movement because it 
played a pivotal role in the ethos of Indian society (Bayly 1986, 285). A part of the Indian 
Independence Movement (1857-1947) for freedom from British Rule, the Swadeshi 
Movement (1903-1908) arose as a protest against the British decision to partition Bengal. The 
end of the nineteenth century led to the decline of traditional handicrafts all over India, 
including Bengal (Sarkar 1973, 92). The Bengali leaders led the countrymen through the two-
pronged approach of the Swadeshi Movement: the increased emphasis on the need to support 
swadeshi or indigenous industries on the one hand, and the need to boycott foreign goods on 
the other. During this period, Tagore became actively involved in nationalist politics. His 
philosophy of nationalism stressed ‘Constructive Swadeshi’ based on self-reliance or 
‘atmasakti’ rather than direct confrontation with the British ( Das Gupta 2002, 454). The poet 
had immense faith in the folk culture of rural societies and he believed that they were ‘cradle 
of civilisation’ (Bhattacharya 2014, 78). The spirit of self-reliance preached by Tagore in 
Bengal was linked to the revival of rural art on the one hand and the revival of cottage 
industries on the other. These two processes formed the crux of the rejuvenation of resist-
dyeing, which came to be known as ‘batik’ in Santiniketan. 
4.3.1. Revival of Art 
 
 The Swadeshi movement of Bengal set the stage for the movement of artistic revival, 
the principal objective of which was to provide support and ensure protection to indigenous 
traditional crafts of India against the challenge posed by goods produced in mills. The 
visionary Rabindranath Tagore realized that folk rituals, traditions, and crafts constituted the 
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core of the national heritage of India. Hence, he took up the cause of reviving the long lost 
folk culture of Bengal. For instance, he deployed his nephew Abanindranath Tagore, to the 
task of collecting vrata kathas or ritual narratives, and also alpana or floor designs, which 
were their symbolic representation ( Roy 1969, 1). The Bengali term ‘alpona’ is derived from 
the Sanskrit word ‘alimpana’, which means ‘to plaster’ with fingers. This form of folk art is 
most popular in Bengal and is commonly seen drawn on the floor during religious and social 
ceremonies (Chatterji 1948, 31). The motifs of alpanas most commonly used are lotuses, 
creepers, animal and plants, heavenly bodies, material objects, and footprints, to name a few 
(Chatterji 1948, 33). A handful of ground rice is mixed with water and vegetable dye to 
create the mixture. Thereafter, the pattern is drawn using cotton or cloth and the tips of the 
finger (Chatterji 1948, 2). 
 The revival of the folk art of 
alpana under the Tagore school in 
Santiniketan led to more emphasis being 
placed on perfection and complexity of 
the designs (Gupta 1983, 210) (Figure 9). 
Santiniketan Alpana is very different 
from those drawn by rural womenfolk. 
The former is a highly developed art form 
that requires formal training and focuses 
on the secular and aesthetic aspect of the 
design rather than its ritualistic value, 
while the latter is more spontaneous and 
concentrates more on ritualistic meaning, 
rather than aesthetic appeal (Alpana 1960, 
Figure 9 Synthesized Alpana Designs. The second 
design is a synthesized version of the first design. 
Source: Alpana. New Delhi: Publications 
Division, Ministry of Information and 
Broadcasting, Government of India, 1960, pgs. 
28 and 39. 
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11). Sukumari Devi and Nandalal Bose were talented artists who contributed to the re-
orientation of the alpona into a national art form. Nandalal Bose’s daughter, Gauri Bhanja 
also joined this endeavour, which involved not only the reinstating of the decaying art form 
but also infusing it with fresh energy. 
4.3.2. Revival of Cottage Industries 
 
 In 1901, Rabindranath founded a school in Santiniketan, a small town 90 kilometres 
northwest of Calcutta. This school, which offered nationalist education later expanded to 
form an educational complex, including an art school (Kala Bhavan), and the centre of rural 
reconstruction located in the adjacent village, Sriniketan. The Visva Bharati or World 
University was founded by Tagore in 1921 and it included Kala Bhavan and Sriniketan (Das 
Gupta 2002, 454). The Institute of Rural Reconstruction at Sriniketan was inaugurated in 
1922, and the revival of rural cottage industries and crafts was its primary objective. Several 
old crafts were revived and new ones were introduced under the umbrella of Sriniketan. This 
experiment gradually reaped fruitful results as villages were developing a spirit of ‘self-help’ 
and they formulated a solution to their own problems through cooperative effort 
(Bhattacharya 2014, 83).The Silpa-Sadana or Institute of Craft and Design, formerly known 
as Shilpa Bhavana, was set up in 1922, as an integral part of the experiment of rural 
reconstruction at Sriniketan, and the foremost purpose of the institution was to provide 
facilities to the underprivileged rural community of India to become economically self-reliant 
(Konar n.d., 8). This unit, dedicated to rural handicrafts, played a vital role in the 
development of cottage industries, including the revival of the resist-dyeing technique or 
batik (Roy 2016). In 1926, the Amar Kutir Society for Rural Development was founded by 
the freedom fighter Sushen Mukopadhyay to provide villagers of the surrounding areas a 
platform to sell traditional handicrafts. In 1929, the artist Nandalal Bose set up Taladhwaj, 
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the office and workshop of the Karu Sangha, as he wanted to provide his students with an 
opportunity to earn a living. Batik was a mainstay here, and even today it adheres to 
conventional batik designs (Roy 2016). 
 Besides Tagore, several other figures played a major role in reviving and developing 
the resist dyeing technique in India. The artists Surendranath Kar and Nandalal Bose 
contributed immensely to the introduction of batik in Santiniketan. Surendranath Kar 
mastered batik techniques from Java and taught his acquired skills in Santiniketan (Roy 
2016). From here, it spread all over India through the efforts of Kala Bhavan students. 
Nandalal Bose emphasized on the important of aesthetics in creating batik designs. 
Nandalal’s daughter, Gauri Bhanja, was one of the earliest teachers of batik, following its 
incorporation into the syllabus of Kala Bhavan art courses. The efforts of Rabindranath’s son, 
Rathindranath Tagore, and his daughter-in-law, Pratima Devi lay the stepping stone to the 
flourishing art of batik on leather in Santiniketan. Inspired by leather crafts in the European 
market during their trip in 1928, they began experimenting with rural designs on leather (Roy 
2016). Pratima Devi incorporated batik technique in the curriculum of the Kala Bhavan, 
based on the plethora of knowledge she gathered during her trips all over the world (Deb 
2010). 
  The revival of resist-dyeing in Santiniketan is inextricably related to the rejuvenation 
of rural art forms on the one hand, and cottage industries on the other. In fact, developments 
in one sector influenced other sectors as well. The Santiniketan art schools incorporated 
alpana designs into batik and other textiles ( Roy 1969, 2). Alpana designs became a national 
art form, and it began to be used in various media such as batik, as an expression of national 
pride. 
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4.4. Design Elements 
 Though Javanese batik inspired the introduction of batik in Santiniketan, the latter 
was very different from the former, in both technique and design elements. Instead of the 
canting pen, a brush was used for wax application and the colour palette was much wider 
than traditional Javanese batik. The marbling or cracking effect, which was considered as a 
technical mistake in Java, was highly appreciated in Santiniketan. Freedom of expression was 
the cornerstone of batik in Santiniketan, contrary to Javanese batik, which emphasized on 
conformity to established rules. Designs were adapted to suit local preference and included 
the flora and fauna that artists were familiar with, for instance, flowers such as the lotus and 
hibiscus, as well as fish and peacock motifs (Roy 2016). Nandalal Bose stressed the 
importance of aesthetics in designing and said that nature should inspire art, but designs 
should not be merely copied from nature. He believed in drawing out the creative ability in 
people and encouraging them to make crafts such as batik, alpana, and leather goods. Inspired 
by leather crafts in the European market, batik was also done on leather (Roy 2016) . Thus, 
gradually Santiniketan crafts became a brand name by itself because of a distinct identity 
based on its unique ‘design idiom’(Konar n.d., 9).  
 An assessment of the design elements of Santiniketan batik reveals that it developed a 
distinct style of its own, though it was inspired by cultural influences from Java. This was 
largely due to the fact that the revival of the artistic tradition and cottage industries against 
the backdrop of the Indian Independence Movement formed the basis of the rejuvenation of 
resist-dyeing techniques in India. Hence, the representation of symbols and patterns that 
expressed nationalist sentiments of Bengal, such as the alpana, was incorporated into batik 
textiles. However, the discussion in the previous sections has revealed that samples of batik 
textiles were brought back to Bengal, and Surendranath Kar had mastered batik techniques in 
Java, which he taught in Santiniketan. Thus, a transmission of cultural elements from Java to 
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Santiniketan had undoubtedly taken place. But, when Javanese influences were infused into 
Santiniketan batik, they were abruptly transformed in the local socio-political situation that 
existed in Bengal at the time of the transmission. With time, the Santiniketan style became a 
tradition of Bengal, and Javanese sources of inspiration were largely forgotten.  Thus, the 
naturalization phenomenon in Santiniketan was abrupt compared to Java, where it was more 
gradual. Following a study of the origin and nascent stages of batik production in 
Santiniketan, it will be relevant to look at the current situation of the batik industry in Bengal. 
4.5. Current Trends 
 Santiniketan batik products have diversified since its inception in the early twentieth 
century. Garments include men and women’s tops, scarves, sarees, shawls (Figure 10) 
handkerchief, table cloths, and wall hangings. A diverse range of leather goods such as 
handbags, purses (Figure 10), wallets, folders (Figure 10), coin boxes, wrist watch straps and 
jewellery boxes are also manufactured. Dr. Amiya Ghosh
22
 mentions that the cultural 
background of the artisan and the preference of the client intrinsically shape the product. The 
artisan has the freedom to decide on the motifs and patterns, and thus, the mental vocabulary 
of the maker moulds the design elements of an object. The client also plays a vital role, for 
instance, if the objects are for the Rajasthan market, then camels are chosen as a motif, as 
camels are popular in Rajasthan. He also mentions that the repertoire of designs in 
Santiniketan is diverse, including flowers, foliage, alpana patterns, ritual objects such as the 
conch shell, folk scenes (Figure 11), and also gods and goddesses of the Hindu and Buddhist 
pantheon (Figure 11).  
                                                 
22
 Interview, 14
th
 August, 2016: Dr. Amiya Ghosh, Associate Professor of History, Suri Vidyasagar College and 
Vice-Chairman of Amar Kutir Society for Rural Development.  
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Figure 10. Above: Batik Cotton Shawl, Leather Batik Folder Below: Leather Batik Purse 
 Amar Kutir Society for Rural Development. Picture Taken on 8
th
  January 2016. 
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Figure 11 Above: Batik on Cotton with Motifs of Hindu Gods and Goddesses. Below: Batik on Cotton with 
Folk Scene Motifs. Items created for sale at the showroom of the Amar Kutir Society for Rural 
Development.  
 
Courtesy: Dr. Amiya Ghosh, Vice-Chairman, Amar Kutir Society for Rural Development, August 2016. 
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 Unfortunately, the quality of batik is deteriorating, except for a few institutions which 
are upholding the tradition (Roy 2016). Thus, the Santiniketan batik industry needs to be 
instilled with fresh energy. However, initiatives are being taken to keep this art form alive in 
Bengal. Mr. Prabir Pal
23
  mentions that Rotary Club of TagoreLand, Santiniketan, has started 
an exchange programme with Malaysia in 2015, which is expected to continue till 2017. In 
these workshops, the waxing is done with canting pens and the colouring is done using 
ramazol colour and brushes. This is a departure from the traditional Santiniketan style, where 
the waxing is done by brush and the colouring is done by immersion in dye baths. After 2017, 
a batik production unit is expected to be formed, involving expert artists trained in Malaysian 
methods. The aim of this programme is to create a new style of batik, which will be an 
amalgamation of traditional Santiniketan batik and Malaysian batik. In fact, some aspects of 
Javanese batik have also been incorporated into this programme and an exchange workshop 
is being planned. Mr. Pal also mentions that to ensure diversification and innovation 
Santiniketan batik is being used in combination with other techniques such as tie and dye and 
embroidery.  
4.6. Conclusion 
 In this chapter, the revival of resist-dyeing in Santiniketan, a small town in Bengal in 
eastern India has been studied. Though the technique was known in India since the ancient 
times, it had suffered due to the entry of mill-made cloth from Britain. Rabindranath Tagore, 
a multi-talented figure and a nationalist from Bengal, revived resist-dyeing in Santiniketan, 
inspired by his trip to Java in 1927. After the rejuvenation of the technique in India, it came 
to be known as ‘batik’. Thus, Tagore and his associates, who accompanied him to Java, were 
agents of cultural diffusion from Java to India. This trajectory has been traced beginning with 
                                                 
23
 Interview, 24
th
 June, 2016: Mr. Prabir Pal, Designer at the Ministry of Textile, Government of India (2005-
present) and Designer and Master Craftsman, Rotary Club of TagoreLand Exchange Program (2015-present). 
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Tagore’s trip to Java, the socio-political situation of Bengal when cultural elements from Java 
reached Santiniketan, as well as the people and institutions that played a crucial role in the 
process of revival. The design elements of Santiniketan have also been analysed, which 
reveal that Javanese influence on Santiniketan batik underwent an abrupt transformation in 
terms of both technique and design. This was because the purpose for the revival of resist-
dyeing in India was to revive and preserve traditional Indian art and cottage industries. Thus, 
symbols and patterns that reflected nationalist sentiments in Bengal were depicted on 
Santiniketan batik, and these designs gradually evolved into a distinct style which came to be 
known as ‘traditional’ Santiniketan batik. Thus, batik naturalized in the context of Bengali 
culture and politics, and the source of inspiration became largely forgotten. The current 
developments in the Santiniketan batik industry have also been also been related, and these 
clarify that the process of transmission of foreign elements from Southeast Asia is providing 
impetus to the batik industry in Bengal to this date, the source in the present being Malaysia.  
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Conclusion: Naturalization of Cultural Elements 
 An analysis of various scholarly theories on the processes involved in the migration of 
cultural aspects through textiles from India to Java and from Java to Santiniketan reveal the 
emphasis placed on the processes of diffusion, adaptation, adoption, and acculturation. These 
stages are undeniably crucial in any phenomenon of migration of cultural elements. However, 
the transformation of the foreign influences in the context socio-political, religious, and 
cultural environment of the recipient region is also a vital stage in this migration process. In 
this context, the following observation of David Howes is significant: 
 
 When one takes a closer look at the meanings and uses given to specific imported 
 goods within specific ‘local contexts’ or ‘realities’, one often finds that the goods 
 have been transformed, at least in part, in accordance with the values of the receiving 
 culture (Howes 2002, 5). 
 
The above statement mentions that in the local context, at least a partial transformation of the 
foreign elements take place. The central hypothesis of the thesis was to examine this 
phenomenon of transformation in the context of the recipient regions, Java and Santiniketan. 
The study has revealed that at times this metamorphosis of foreign cultural elements is so 
complete that they become an intrinsic part of the recipient region. In other words, a gradual 
or rapid transformation of the foreign influence according to the ideals of the receiving region 
ultimately leads to ideas or objects becoming an intrinsic part of the ‘local tradition’. The 
significance of the process of ‘naturalization’ in the migration of cultural elements between 
India and Java has been studied in this thesis. The foreign elements that both regions received 
eventually became ‘native’ in the context of the receiving culture.   
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Naturalization: Indian Influence in Java 
 A study of the historical background of Java and the trade relations it shared with 
India from the first millennium to the end of the eighteenth century proves that Indian 
influence on the archipelago was certainly prominent. The Indian export textiles that the 
Javanese bought in exchange for their spices was highly esteemed because of the exotic 
nature and exquisite quality. However, with the passage of time, these textiles became an 
intrinsic part of Indonesian ‘tradition’. By the time the import of Indian textiles stopped in the 
eighteenth century, Indian textile symbolism had ‘naturalized’ in the local culture in terms of 
the ideals of Indonesian society, religion, culture, and politics to such an extent that reference 
to the original Indian sources was rare. Thus, the Javanese chose to transfer the traditional 
motifs onto local fabrics by the wax resist technique ‘batik’ to preserve their tradition, in the 
absence of the original source. Moreover, after Indonesia gained its independence from 
colonial rule in 1945, batik and the Hindu mythological bird Garuda were chosen as symbols 
of the ‘Republic of Indonesia’. These observations indicate that Indian symbols and patterns 
had undergone a transformation, and finally, they were naturalized to form an integral part of 
the traditional design repertoire of Java. 
Naturalization: Javanese Influence in Santiniketan 
 Diffusion theories have not been applied in the case of the migration of cultural 
elements from Java to Santiniketan, per se. Most scholars contend that resist-dyeing 
techniques originated in India, and the Rabindranath Tagore’s trip to Java inspired the revival 
of the resist-dyeing in India. However, evidence points out that when the revival took place in 
1927 batik textiles were taken back to Santiniketan.  Moreover, techniques of batik from Java 
were introduced in the curriculum in art schools in Santiniketan. Therefore, transmission of 
cultural ideas and objects did take place, Tagore and his associates playing the role of agents 
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in the process. The socio-political situation of Bengal when this transmission took place 
played a crucial role in the revival process. The Swadeshi Movement, a nationalist protest 
movement  that began in Bengal to oppose the British decision to partition Bengal, 
emphasized the importance of self-reliance. Indian art and industries were revived, to offer 
resistance to the British. Thus, ritual art forms were revived and the motifs and patterns that 
best exemplified the traditions of Bengal were depicted on batik textiles. Therefore, though 
certain techniques were adopted from Javanese, a sudden metamorphosis was observed when 
batik evolved in Santiniketan. Ultimately, based on its own distinct design repertoire 
‘Santiniketan’ batik became a genre by itself, with hardly any reference to its source of 
revival. 
 In conclusion, it may be said that the processes of diffusion, adaptation, and 
acculturation are indispensable components of any process of cultural migration. However, a 
comparative study of the trajectories of cultural migration from India to Java and from Java 
to Santiniketan illustrate  that foreign elements were transformed and integrated into the local 
context to an extent that they became ‘native’ in Java and Santiniketan. In other words, 
Indian foreign elements were naturalized to form ‘traditional’ Javanese elements, while 
Javanese elements were naturalized into ‘traditional’ Santiniketan elements. This process of 
naturalization of cultural ideas or objects may be partial or complete, sudden or gradual. 
However, it forms a vital component of a process of cultural migration, one in which, the 
beliefs, values, and traditions of the recipient region play a crucial role.  
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Glossary 
alimpana- to plaster with fingers, source of the word ‘alpona’ 
alpana- floor pattern popular in rural Bengal 
ambatik- cloth with dots 
atmasakti- self-reliance 
banji- Chinese swastika design 
batik- cloth decorated using a wax-resist technique 
batik cap- batik waxed using stamps 
batik pesisir- batik of the coastal areas 
batik tulis- batik waxed using a canting 
batik vorstenlanden- batik of the Sultanates: Yogyakarta and Surakarta 
buketan- bouquet motifs  popular on coastal batik 
canting- copper pen used for waxing in Java 
ceplokan- geometric repetitive design consisting of conventionalized natural elements 
chintz- glazed calico Indian export textile 
dodot- ceremonial garment worn by aristocratic people in Java 
garis miring- parallel diagonal geometric design 
Garuda- mythical bird, the mount of the Hindu god Vishnu 
gringsing- fish scale motif 
ikat- woven fabric where the threads are resist-dyed before dyeing 
Indische women- women with mixed Javanese-Dutch or Chinese-Dutch parenting 
jelamprang- geometric eight-rayed rosette motif 
kain kapala- square headcloth worn by Javanese men 
kain pandjang- traditional garment worn by Javanese men that covers the body from the waist 
to the ankle 
kalam- Indian tool with a metal spike with a bulb 
kalamkari- Indian term for chintz textiles, painted or printed cotton  
kawung- design consisting of parallel rows of ellipses 
kemben- garment to cover the upper part of the body, worn by Javanese women 
kraton- Javanese court 
lar- single wing motif of the Garuda bird 
larangan- forbidden patterns 
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maharaja- Indian title for a king or ruler 
mirong- motif of the Garuda bird with a pair of wings 
naga- snake motif 
nitik- geometric design consisting of small dots, imitation of Indian patola weaving pattern 
parang- broken blade or knife pattern 
patola- woven fabric in which both the warp and the weft threads are resist-dyed before 
dyeing 
priyayi- aristocratic Javanese Muslims 
raja- Indian title for a king or ruler 
sarong- a traditional Javanese garment that covers the body from the hip to the ankle 
sawat- motif of the Garuda bird with a pair of wings and a spread out tail 
semen- derived from ‘semi’, meaning small buds and young leaves 
Shiva- Hindu God 
slendang- Javanese shawl or shoulder cloth, worn by women 
tughra- formal emblematic signature of the Ottoman ruler 
tumpal- triangular border design 
Vishnu- Hindu God 
vrata katha- ritual narratives of rural Bengal 
wayang kulit- Javanese shadow puppets 
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Appendix-I 
BATIK TECHNIQUE: AMAR KUTIR SOCIETY FOR RURAL DEVELOPMENT, 
SRINIKETAN 
               Courtesy: Interview of Ms. Saraba Mondal, Batik artisan at Amar Kutir on 9
th
 January 2016. 
1. The design is drawn on the cloth. 
2. The design is then waxed using a brush and paraffin wax. 
3. Following the waxing, the cloth is immersed in a dye bath of the desired colour. 
4. If the crack effect is desired, then the entire body of the cloth is waxed, after which it 
is immersed in a dye bath. 
5. The wax removal is done using a solution of salt, soap, finishing oil, and water. 
6. Finally, the fabric is washed in plain water, and then it is dried and ironed. 
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Appendix-II 
BATIK TECHNIQUE: ROTARY CLUB OF TAGORELAND, SANTINIKETAN 
Courtesy: Interview of Mr.Santu Mondal, Accountant and Ms. Manju Ghosh, Artist:  Rotary Club of 
TagoreLand Exchange Program, on 8
th
 January 2016 
1. The design is drawn on the fabric. 
2. A canting pen is used to outline the design with molten paraffin wax. At times blocks 
made of wood or metal are used to stamp the wax onto the fabric. 
3. The colour is painted on the fabric using brushes. 
4. The waxed and coloured fabric is dried in the sun. 
5. After drying, the fabric is immersed in sodium silicate solution for fixing the colour. 
6. Once the colour fixing is done, the wax is removed by using water, salt, and caustic 
soda. 
7. Finally, the fabric is washed in plain water. 
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Appendix-III 
BATIK TECHNIQUE: INDONESIA 
From: Ila Keller, Batik: The Art and Craft, Japan: Charles E. Tuttle, 1966, 25-27. 
1. Prior to the application of the design, the cloth is washed and dried. 
2. Molten beeswax is applied with tjantings or canting on both sides of the fabric. 
3. Then the fabric is immersed a dye bath of the desired colour.  
4. If a polychromatic design is desired, then the above steps are repeated. The parts of 
the fabric which are to remain the colour of the previous dyeing step are waxed and 
then the fabric is immersed in a dye bath of the next darker colour. This process is 
repeated, till the darkest colour is dyed. 
5. Thereafter, the colour is fixed onto the fabric. 
6. Then, the cloth is rinsed and transferred to a hot bath to remove the wax. 
7. Finally, the finished fabric is cleaned and dried. 
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